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 THE GOSPEL AND THE SPIRIT 
 
Paul’s letter to the Galatians was written to a group of churches who were tempted to think that there 
is another, more complete gospel which will bring them into greater fullness of blessing. The 
Judaizers contended that Paul’s gospel was only the first step.  “Paul’s message of faith is not totally 
repudiated by the bearers of the new gospel: they recognize faith as the way to initial salvation. But 
they believe that faith should be supplemented by fuller obedience to God’s will and that this fuller 
obedience will be honored by God through a fuller gift of his Spirit or salvation. The new message 
was thus earnest, plausible, appealing and based on the Bible . . . and therefore it was bewitching, that 
is, attractive.”1 Over the last decade or so we have seen a number of professing Reformed folks 
arguing that because of the ever-present threat of antinomianism, we need to avoid easy-believism and 
underscore the importance of our cooperation with grace and ongoing faithfulness. John Piper, for 
example, says we begin with faith but we continue into salvation by our cooperation with grace and 
good works.2 Allein durch den glauben: this is how Luther translated that key phrase in Romans 3:28 
in his German Bible. His Roman Catholic opponents accused him of grossly perverting the Scripture 
by inserting the word allein (alone) into the text. Charles Hodge points out that Catholic translations, 
long before Luther, had rendered the passage the same way.  The Nuremberg Bible of 1483 reads Nur 
(only) durch den glauben, and even more surprising is the Italian Bibles of Geneva (1476) and Venice 
(1538) read per sola fide.3 Luther responded to his critics by saying, “Note, then, whether Paul does 
not assert more vehemently that faith alone justifies than I do, although he does not use the word 
alone (sola), which I have used. For he who says: Works do not justify, but faith justifies, certainly 
affirms more strongly that faith justifies than does he who says: Faith alone justifies . . . It is ridiculous 
enough to argue in this sophistical manner: Faith alone justifies; therefore the Holy Spirit does not 
justify. Or: The Spirit justifies; therefore not faith alone. For this is not what the dispute is about at 
this place. Rather the question is only about the relation of faith and works, whether anything is to 
be ascribed to works in justification. Since the apostle does not ascribe anything to them, he without 
a doubt ascribes all to faith alone.”4 Strange as it would appear, Luther’s critics today include people 
who claim to be the true heirs of Calvin and the real representatives of the Reformed faith. Norman 
Shepherd (and his followers in The Federal Vision, i.e., Rich Lusk) contends that a genuine 
Reformed understanding of justification is substantively different than Luther’s.5 In fact, Shepherd is 
of the opinion that Luther’s German translation of Rom. 3:28, “actually distorts Paul’s meaning.”6 

Why? Because this would, in Shepherd’s mind, “cancel out the teaching of James,” (2:24).7 We will 
examine that passage in James later in this series, but for now let us turn our attention to Paul’s 
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statement in Rom. 3:28. Was Luther, as Roman Catholic and Norman Shepherd contend, distorting 
the Apostle’s meaning? Or was Luther (and the rest of the Reformers) right?8  
 

I. SALVATION BY FAITH: ARGUMENT FROM EARLY CHRISTIAN EXPERIENCE. The 
Apostle appeals to the Galatians’ salvation experience, to the Scriptures and, in 
connection with both, to logical reasoning. Note how Paul interrogates them. 

 
A. Question: How did you receive the Spirit? (3:1, 2). The refutation of the arguments of the 

Judaizers begins by pointing the Galatians back to their own experience. They were 
Gentiles. Paul did not come preaching the Law, and they should remember that their 
experience with the Holy Spirit was the result of the gospel that Paul preached. The word 
“only” (KJV, NASB), translated in the NIV with the expression “just one thing,” in verse 
2 indicates that the Apostle is willing to rest his whole case upon this one question, 
namely, How did you receive the Spirit? “And in the light of their experience they could do 
no other – they had conceded Paul’s case: the ground was taken away from the judaizing 
argument.”9 Since the Galatians were without the Law before the Judaizers made their 
appearance, then it is clear that circumcision is ruled out as part of the gospel. It was in 
the hearing of faith as over against the works of the Law that they experienced the Spirit. 

B. Question: Why are you so foolish? (3:3).  The word foolish is the same word Paul used in 
verse 1, “Foolish Galatians!” They were unreflecting or thoughtless. This question is 
designed to get the Galatians to analyze their faith. Do they really believe that what is 
begun in the Spirit (by faith) will be completed in the flesh (by works)? 

 
Note: Paul is referring to faith here in the active sense. This is captured in the Latin phrase fides qua 
creditur – the faith by which the believer receives the message. It is faith subjectively considered. Fides 
quae creditur (note the difference here – quae as opposed to qua) refers to the faith which is believed, 
i.e., the content of faith objectively considered. 
 

C. Question: Have you experienced so many things needlessly? (3:4). The word translated suffer 
(NIV) is paschō,	which	means	to	experience	pain	or	hardship.	There	is	no	reference	to	the	
Galatians	having	been	persecuted	for	their	faith	like	the	Thessalonian	Christians	were	(1	
Thessalonians	2:14;	2	Thessalonians	1:4),	and	it	is	possible	that	the	word	paschō	is	being	
used	here	 in	a	broad	sense	of	experience,	 i.e.,	your	various	experiences	that	came	as	a	
result	of	believing	the	gospel.	These	would	be	emptied	of	meaning	(vain)	if	Paul’s	gospel	
is	wrong. 

D. Question: How does the Spirit work among you? (3:5).  It is God the Father who gives the 
Spirit. The word in the NIV translated “give” is epichorēgeō.	 It	 means	 to	 supply	
abundantly.	It	was	used	in	Classical	Greek	of	a	wealthy	benefactor	assuming	the	expenses	
for	some	public	good.	God	gave	the	Spirit	in	the	gospel.	This	is	Paul’s	point.	The	gospel	is	
all-sufficient,	 not	 only	 at	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	 Christian	 experience,	 but	 also	 for	 the	
continuing	and	fulfilling	of	the	Christian	life. 

 
CONCLUSION: If this gospel is to be received by faith, apart from works, then this means that faith 
cannot be a work. We should never, therefore, define faith as something that we do as if it really has 
its origin in us. This makes faith a work. Faith, as the Bible defines it, is something that comes from 
God. The hearing of faith that Paul speaks of here is made possible by the presence of the message 
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of faith. Faith is that which emanates from God’s gospel to the recipient. It is God’s work and gift. 
John Piper and the advocates of The New Perspective on Paul (N. T. Wright) as well as Norman 
Shepherd and representatives of The Federal Vision (Rich Lusk) share in common with the medieval 
Roman Catholic Church some very similar positions. We get “in” by grace, but we maintain our 
“standing” by our personal obedience, i.e., justification is two-fold by grace and also ultimately by 
works. “According to the Council of Trent, one got in by baptism, which could hardly be regarded as 
a human work of the infant. This is the first justification. But one’s subsequent status (second 
justification) depended on cooperation with infused grace. Final justification referred to the last 
judgment, which involves a divine weighing of good works against transgressions. The reformers 
challenged this entire paradigm by insisting that one not only gets in but stays in by grace alone. They 
realized that the law, which we could not fulfill, nevertheless had to be fulfilled. Clearly, this involves 
some notion of merit: either Christ’s or our own personal obedience. Paul’s contrast between the 
righteousness which is by the law and the righteousness which is by faith (Romans 10:5-6, passim) is that of 
the reformers as well. Of course, there is a final vindication of God’s elect on Judgment Day, but the 
point of the doctrine of justification is to say that this eschatological verdict has already been rendered 
in the present. There are not two verdicts: one dependent on Christ’s obedience, the other on ours – 
getting in by grace, staying in by obedience.”10 Whatever else Wright, Shepherd and Lusk are 
advocating, one thing is most certainly true, their positions have more in common with Roman 
Catholicism than Luther, Calvin and the Reformed confessions. More importantly, their views on 
justification are not the view of Paul and the Apostles. 
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